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‘Abstract 


Written ey ae is considered in relation to the 

, ° ft rai ; - 8 

‘four modes of discourse. Children at threé ability ranges within each 
Zc r | / bs Paik . : . 

of three grade levels (3, 4, 5) produce significantly different 


' 


° : syntactic complexity. across tthe modes. i range of syntactic variability 


in one grade is shown to almost equal syntactic maturity potential up 


through the twelfth grade. Writing: develppment is discussed as ‘an 
ba 


_ internally predisposed process stimulated by varying syntactic challenges. 


Language performance is considered as)crucial to formal development 
of language competence. Formal cognitive developmental processes - 


. viewed as intimately related and parallel in operation to linguistic 


: processes '- are considered capable of analogous development by variably — 


cet 4 


functional experiences. : . 
. a * > \ 
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_ This study dewe loped from recent: advances in research regarding 
‘ ry : ' 
the maturing writer in school. Children move through a developmental 


oe & 


sequence in LeeEning. to write, beginning by ate little sentences 
together, gradually moving through deletion’ and reduction strategies, ' 


to emerge--in a relatively short time—with complex auneE eee and 
3 


%G transforming powers. ‘The process has beeri examinee in detail by Hunt 
ge 1970) and Bobad (1963, 1976). 


cian the mipues of areeauene have added more light to the Sa 


process involvai in the maturing syntactic abilities of writers in ts 


their formative years. By modes of discourse, I refer to the classical 


pis 


differences among arguing a point of view (argumentation), explaining 


a process (exposition), telling a sequence of events (narration), and 


depicting details (description). ‘ 


, 


_: Seegars originated this direction in research with a 1933 study 


of fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade writings, which revealed how children - ) 


arguing a point, of view produce more complex sentences than they do writ- 


ing an explanation or a narrative-description. A 


f 


e ‘ s 
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‘ Syntactic Complexity 


“ 


Since Hunt, many writing researchers have focused on syntactic 
complexity! the way a sentence becomes increasingly more elaborate via . 


transformational processes which gonjoin and embed full and reduced 


clauses and non-clause elements. © 


' Differences in complexity oF written products are analyzed 


as 


through the T-unit, or tnfnt mal: terminabdle unit." Similar to Cazden' 8 

MLU (1972), the mean length of ‘utterance in speech analysis, and: to 
. é Ld ° : 2 

Loban's "communication.unit,": the T-unit is an objective description of 


- 
' what the layman would call a sentence in its ‘most compact and complete 
[ . 


’ 


“form. Hunt devised the T-unit because 


.. grammar textbooks usually say that a sentence ab 

have one main clause but may also have one or mor 

—- So clauses and varjous kinds of phrases 
ched to or embedded in it. So cutting a passage » 


- into T-units will be cutting it into the shortest units 
(fe which it is grammatically allowable to punctuate as 
° . sentences. In this sense, the T-unit is minimal and - 


terminable. Any complex or simple sentence would be one . 


7 T-unit, bug any compound or compound-complex sentence 
would consist of two or more T-units. (1970, 4) 


ihe following fourth-grade eeeene sample will easter the base for’ ; 


7“ 
a T-unit analysis. As 4 child's winctuated sentence, it contains 25 words: 


‘ The tortoise and the hare were racing and the hare had a hed 
start? but the hare was showing of to much so he lost. 


Using ey Hunt method, thé product contains four T-units, with an average 
of 6.2 words per T-unit: ‘ . 
; : 2 i \ 
1. The tortoise and the hare were racing. 


. 2, And the hare had a head start. 


ipiehth pradere’ 11/5 w/t, and tvaltth weadare Lhbv/t. 36 Loban's 


"4 Syntax and Modes ~ 
- : ane ; NV. & 


3. But the hare yas shoving off too much. : ~~ 
4. So he lost. ° - : R 
“In ‘its cross-sectional study of writing at three grade levels, Hunt 
found fourth graders writing an average of 8.6 words per T-unit (w/t), 
Longitudinal study across.grades K through 12, a similar developmental 
picture suenneds His autics group means showed forth graders writing ) 
an: average of 8.02 words per communication unit An eighth graders “g 
10.37 w/CU, and twelfth graders 13.27 w/CU). Loban compares his unit 
to Hunt's, adding the meaning base as a check for communication purposes; hea 
syntactically, the two units are almost, identical, | 
bene etubies besides Loban' 's have watidnted the T-unit in writing 
(wiater and Ney, 1968; Mellon, 1969), and in both speech .and writing 
Gi ienneit Griffin, and Norris, 1967). Most recently, O'Donnell 
compared “several syntactica indices and concluded that "in spite of lack 
of precision, T-unit length is still the most usefyl and useable index, 
of syntactic development over a wide age-range" (1976, p. 98); 


San Jose (1972) used the T-unit method to investigate the differences 


@ - 


in fourth-grade writings across the modes. Like Seegars, she found that 
e e . 


the highest level of syntactic complexity occurred in argumentation, ‘ 


» 


followed by exposition, narration, and description. Mode-basad 
‘insights concerning syntax and quality also have been reported by 


Kincaid (1953), Johnson (1967), Bortz (4969), and Veal and Tillman (1971) 


‘ 
~ - 
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Cognitive vonpenuscns 
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fa writing; and in speech, by Pope (1974). aes accumulating evidence 
suggests that the modes of discourse result tn different levels of 


syntactic complexity. 'This/ variability in syntax leads to questions 


about possible natural de elopment. in MESUSDE 
ai “Moffet, in his Te hin the Gniveuse of Hl anaisan, describes a 
"whole discourse" approach to composition, pone taane of several aspects 
of the writing act, including the influence of the, audience, subject 
natter, modes, environment, colnitive developmental stage, and other 
enttelen, In writing, students mesh all the separable parts of the 
composing process into.a wiibdatuenedouel act. Natural writing 
development peuidines adabbxt and real life involvement, in Moffett's view. 
\ 
ty Such concertfs for papal writing development may provide 
insights for:linking cognitive and linguistic developmental processes. 


Piaget portrays intellectual development as a process of equilibration, 
: Ps 7 


' with cognitive structures Reo aaa eneeatentton to re-organization , 


This ‘equilibriun-dtsequi librium-equi librium process is effected by out- 
\ 

side fateuntons of experience. With each cognitive reorganization, the 

- , ' 

old structural operations are integrated into the newer, more complex 


‘ones. This can be compared to linguistYe development, in that children ; 


attain higher levels of syntactic complexity by incorporating previous 


syntactic structures into more advanced ones (Menyuk, 1969; Chomsky, 1969). 


. 


; . . : 
a oad Developmental psycholinguists have noted other similarities between 


A 


Linguistic and. eognitive operations,jn language experiments involving 
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children ik Aenedionna: deveiornantel stages. Sinclair-de-Zwart (1969) 
concluded that cognitive and linguistic structuring processes parallel 
one another. Piaget (1970) saw the two structuring processés as leaning 
on each other in a circular manner. 


Anderson and Bashaw (1967) studied qualitative changes ac- . 


e 


company She first-grade themes in written desertption and argumentation 
via an experimental discisston intervention program. They concluded 
that the measured effect on description may have inde Yancey because, of 
developmental constraints regarding the argumentation themes, As they . 


put it: "The D (description) themes required some logical organiza- \ 


tion of thought but s, roe of abstraction as compared to the writing 


of A (arguhentation) themes" (p. 248). « 
resulting implication of develop-’ 
; / 

mental constraints on writing in the various modes. Thus, the various 


What is of interest here is the’ 


modes of discourse may have their linguistic and cognitdve r quiren nts, 
which appear to underlie writing and thinking, producing 9/ developmental 
connection that stands behind surface productions of lahguage. 

Charlesworth (1976) _ commented: "Piaget's theory of develop- 
ment does not specify which real-life experiences are directly involved 
in the corer of cognitive change, Hence, there is an important gap 


that has to be filled in to give his theory more credibility." 


Charlesworth points to psychologists and ethologists who have ‘combined 


, ‘ r) ’ 
their talents to re "how Piaget's cognitive structures are ‘naturally - 


expressed' in the life of the child and heve adaptive significance," (p. 161) 
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eweren: it may ‘also be: pdanitte for linguistic studies to focus on a 
syntactic atiietuena change, thereby producing ingraita for cognitive 
change, - : : : 
The Present Study “4 e ; 

- To focus nse! cloaely on the process of writing development, I 
recently studied the relationship of the modes to the different wetting 
abitttes found within grade as well as aeday crane For my study, I 
collected writings across the four modes from 153 third, fourth, and 
fifth graders. Representing rural, smalitown, and suburban populations 
in the metropolitan Atlanta area af Géonite: the all-white speniaeisa 
included approximately equal numbers of boys and girls at each grade level. ; 

Their six female teachers were coached in the procedures for | 
collecting the writing. Each topic covered one ‘of the four modes: 


argumentation, exposition, narration, and description. They were 


reversed by using two classes at each grade level. The four’ writing 


events were administered by the teachers themselves during 20-minute 

tind’ pertoas in mid-morning. A one-day interval occurred between writings, 

and only two writing events were scheduled during one week, The entire 

_ collection process was ‘completed in a two-week period during October 1975. » . 
. Considering the different grade levels, all teachers were asked to 

read each topic aloud, with: the students following along silently. a 


was followed by a five-minute discussion period, wie the teachers en- 


couraged to answer all questions to the best of their abilities, They S 


f ad a 


9 . Z a | 
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_ - — é t an 
were instructed to inform the children that spelling and HVAT 
were not crucial concerns and their writings . would not be wesla’. The 
‘ students were informed that the*urtdings were to be used to learn ‘sre : 
about how ¢hildren at their grade’ level learned to write. 
Each topic was printed on a separate sheet of 8 X 10 paper, preceded 
i's ' by lines for the student's wed school name, and date. The papers aa 


tained triple-spaced lines on tHe topic side, and the students were al- 
= oh p 
lowed to continue on the other side if they filled up the front. The 
re = 
topics, according to the mode, vere: i fi 


§ —— 


Argumentation: "Children may someday go to school all year long. 
Some children in San Diego, California, do it now. 
i Do you.think it is a good idea? Why or why-not?", ) 


° ’ . 
Exposition: "Where do you go and what do you do after schoo 
; Do you have a special place to go, a job to dio, ‘a 
friend to play with? Would you like to take a new 
friend with you after school? What can you tell 
| about the best thing to do after school?" 
Narration: "Tell about a TV show that. you like a \lot. What 
happens in the show? How does it make you feel? 
Do you think other children would like it, too?" 
Description: "rite about jaar: Tell what you look like. 
. 611 what you like to do. What is your school like? 
What do you do there?’ What do you do at recess? 
What is your favorite subject in school?" 
In any mode-based study, it should be pointed out that the concept of 
"mode" is not a pure one, The fact that children are stimulated to © 
write in the mode of argumentation, for ¢xample, does not mean they 
will write in an argumentative way exclusively. Modes of writing over- 


lap; children writing in exposition may take time out from theif explanation 


10 


. ‘ ae = 
‘lustrated how a mixing of the modes occurs in fifth-grade writings. 


|. Tounits were similar ‘to those used by Hunt (1965), O'Donnell, Griffin, and 
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: : ee 0 SG f . : fe. i 
to argue what's best at a critical point, to describe an entity being — o.; | 


used, and even to narrate’a related anecdote. Kantor (1976) hag il- 


. oa 


, a , : ; 
‘With this in es current study defines mode as a production § ~- *: 


in which the writer's attention is directed in one of the following ways; 


} 


~ defends a position, expresbeq an tional inclination, or 
tries to persuade, the writer is considered to be. writing in * 


the mode, of ar argumentation. nh. ° 


af 
2. In invae language that--in the main--explains a sheen of an 
expérience (in a restricted framework) y the writer is considered 
to be weeping. in the mode of expe 


1. In using language that--in the ert a point of view, 


‘3, In = language that--in the mains-tells a sequence of/events, 
observances, or experiences, the writer is considered to be 
writing in the-mode.of narration. 

4; In using language that--in the main--depicts people, places, 

_ things, and/or. events in detail, the writer is considered 
to be writing in the mode of sess /' 


* The papers included in this” study were those that met the above 


eriteria. Some 612 papers were selected for the syntactic analysis. 


These BAESEE récreNented ee in four modes by each of the 153 students 
participating. 


’ ‘The procedures used for segmenting the written productions into ~ 


f o, 
Norris (1967), and-O'Hare (1973). ‘They are detailed in Perron (1974, pp. 103-110). 
The students were divided into three ability groups at each grade 


level. “Their assignments to high, middle and low ability groups were “ti 


‘based on reading comprehension scores obtained from Gates-McGinitie tests 


Ash, 


differ across the modes of argumentation, exposition, narration, and des- 
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administered in April 1975.. Instead of raw scores, the grade ae 
eicety vaueined for consistency in bia apviguaathauepases eonpard sons 
(Patron. upcoming), 

The statistical procedures used in this study included analysis of 
variance, Pearson's r, and t-test procedures (Nie, 1975). Repeated 
measures procedures were also used (Dixon, 1973). All tests were run on 
the IBM 360/370 systems, with the acne of the Educational Research 
Laborato at thawaleecs of Georgia. 
‘ 


In\summary, this study sought to determine if students’ written syne 


tactic structures--as measured by T-unit length means--would significantly 


eription by ahitity group and within grade level. - : = 

Results 7 | Oe 
Analysis of variance procedures indicated that girls and boys--within 

each- grade level--aia not significantly differ in ich scucetins 

complexity (3rd, F(1,48)=.08; 4th, -F(1,50)=1.17; and Sth, F(1,49)=.50). 

Next their writipes were investigated for differences by mode at each 

grade level. The results indicated that he girls and boys did not 

significantly differ in syntactic. complexity within the modes in 11 

of 12 tests. i. 


The students' ability groupings were investigated by repeated 


measures procedures. Table 1 shows that all three grade levels showed 


‘ 


: . Boa : » 
consistent results, with low ability students at each grade level writing 


4 


-®& 


a 


J 


e, 
. 


beyond ihe’ -001 level. . 
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4° 


“~ st-low syntactic levels, middle ability-students writing at middle syn= 


tactic: levels, and. high ability students writing..at high syntactic levels. 


zai differences at.each ae level were statist oat significant at or, 


wy + “Insert Table 1 about here. 


> 3 -* 


ee = 


In “table 2, the sbinity groups were investigated for dt ftassnnes dn 


a eyibectic complexity? across the modes... T-unit length means, demonstrate ‘ 


sient ticant differences occur at all ability levels within each grade 
level. ‘With the exception of a “reversal in the high and middle group oe 
means at the- fourth-grade. devel in the ergmentation iii all means are : 
- shown to be ‘consistently higher: from mode to. mode ¢ eon seltits group 

to ability. group, and from grade to grade. .. 


a . he aks 


Insert Table 2 about here. 


Rs » 
’ 
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In Table 3. the full group of 153 boys and girls is investigated 


across the modes ak. ane grade’ reves. The results show a consistent in- 


= crease from ‘grade ‘to grade occurs “in each mode. Within each ‘préae level, . 


‘ the students’ productions’ are shown to be significantly different across ~ 


ie 
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the modes-~-at sh beyond the .001 level. 
. Bn : - . ry a 
- ut - ae ~ 


| 


‘Insert Table 3 about here. - 


gs 


’ For peeves trends, t-tests of paired mode means were run within 
each ee jerel The results allowed the following eatin Third 
grade: A> B > N> D; fourth grade: A>E#2N ‘ D; ang fifth grade: ; 
A>Ee#=N . D. At all grade. levels, argumentation was shown to account 
for the highest syntactic complexity, while description was shown to. 
account for the lowest, | 


Discussion and implications — 
The present study adds evidence to the accumulating data concerning 


the vafying impact of the modes of discourse on the written syntactic ‘ “% 
«complexity of elementary school children. 


At each grade level, boys and girls of similar ‘ability have been 


shown to produce writing in different modes that reveal significant © 
a differences in syntactic complexity. In addition, low, middle, and high 
td i 
ability writers at each grade level have been shown to utilize significantly 


different Syntax within each of the four modes. Regardless of the grade 


. ae ras also, the afudents at each grade level have been shown to produce 
aifferent Levels of BYORaehes complexity in different arian ' 


Among the modes, ee has been shown'as the mode to - 


- 


» 
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ig encourage the highest level of syntactic weenie in all ability 
groups and within all grade levels. Description has beeh shown as the 
mode which appears to encourage the least amount of complexity in syntax. 
At the third grade level, writers vroduced more complex ‘syntax in: 
exposition theh in narration, but this aeenreenee disappeared in the sour 
and fifth grades, as students produced ites that mad not significantly 


A] 


differ between ene two modes. 


: Children at different grade levels also have been shown to operate 

within different ranges of vritten syntactic complexity. Third graders 

praduced writings that waned from an average of 6.20 words per T-unit 

(w/T) in description to 10.42 w/? in argumentation. Fourth graders 

wrote at a higher syntactic level, ranging from 7.59 w/T in description 

s i 12.81 w/T in argumentation. And fifth graders wrote at a slightly 

higher syntactic level, ranging from 8.48 w/T in description to 13.06/* 
w/T in argumentation. | : é: } 

Such a wide anes of syntactic variability within one grade level | - \ 

ae interesting in light of writing maturity studies, such as Munt's, 7 
which: shows an ere of 5.8 words per T-unit from fourth to twelfth © 
grade, arid Loban's, which shows longitudinal gains of 5.2 words /per 
T-unit for the game eight-grade duration (using his random gro p syn). 
Apparently, when it comes to syntax and writing fluency, the, range of 

_ powers already controlled by writers at the fourth-grade level, for 

7 - instance, is almost as broad as their potential for development throughout 


their remaining elementary and secondary school years. 
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° Apparently, the modes of discourse present different syntactic 


challenges to writers in the elementary en studied here. Such 
. « 8 


results ind¥eate that: performance tasks in writing encourages sujtches4 


in underlying structures. Though attempts to. express themselves in He. : } 
different discourse tasks, children experience different structural J 
pathways basic to growth in written communication. ¢ 


From the stananeint of the language _— SHER Lene ts this etuly 
poate dut the need for teachers to recognize the importance of the 
argue ptehion and exposition modes--even in the early grades. Although 


iasagies ana Bashaw indicate that developmental, constraints may be at 


. ‘ee dn the coy grades--in relation. to A vibimantapeone Banko: ( 1976) 


a 


; intermed ate grades. 


has idiustrated how children interweave.their mode bases in free writing; 


apparently, they use the more accessible modes (description and narration) to 
a eo 
enter the more complex modes. Elsewhere (Perron, 1976c), I have 


illustrated how teachers might design a writing program to include con- 


‘tent and mode-based shifts which would encourage the use of higher 


os 


syntactic eee of argumentation and exposition in the ee and. 
7 

The i a eitine teacher would be one who not only encouraged 
enjoyable, in-context writings experiences for children, but who sew to 
it that tose « experiences reflected a content base which covered. all fou, 
modes. This point has been made in a different way y Moffett, “but the 


eyntectis etaende here Siedoute there may. be more than just logical 
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sense to his "whole discourse” approach. If the syntactic potential >, 
within grade can be exercised by presénting the apparently ‘different 
syntactic challenges of “the various indore volun anitees would be 
given opportunities /to steeaee their abilities--to an extent that can only 
by comparabie to sans potential <0 writing gains across the grades. . sf 
The ile of this “study py also be of interest to developmental | z 
, piyeusldunuiets souunmiee with the Byarenehesays between cognitive aad 
| Linguistié development. The apparent stretching influences of the mo 
of discourse in writing imply that the writing mind actively interprets 
EpEDeee via different levels of syntactic seen errs It appears that the ~ 
writer may participate in the developmental process of structuring and 
restructuring syntactic entities simply by, writing. el 
Under this view, the competence is seen as actively engaged in change 
by means - ‘language pent oenenee This. would place fun ) funetjon in pile isis 
use ina prey peiatiensidip with form, it would also place performance 
in an equally responsible position in regard toc Eonpecence, Rte ; uae 
Human cognitive and linguistic development, then, would appear to 
be functionally, as well as formally, related. In both cases, underlying 
‘structures can be conceived as. taking their clues for growth from ex- 
perience. The apebuiation here is that experience, like syntax in language 
performance, may be structured differently for different purposes~~especially 
in the development él eye of the consumer, cognition. | 
. Considering Charlesworth's comments regarding a gap in Piaget's 
theory, syntactic evidence may provide & #ourue for explanation regarding 
errr experiences directly involved in the cognitive change process. 


, 
. 
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wetting’ s evidence may Yprovide a witinae of a possible ‘natural expression!’ vee 
encouraging cognitive change. , f ‘ 


Piaget's definition of the mind as Juséestue its own built-in means 


for development, then, could be given linguistic definition. Not only “ 
y ; 
may experience impinge upon the mind to stimulate equilibration, it may = 
P do so at varying levels or ranges of structural complexity. The functional 


base of those complexity ranges would olay’ a role’ = astini letton-accomodgtion 
\ ~*~ 
processes for structuring. cogedtion. 
Further. enearetl 


. Y . 
- Further research is needed to investigate other influences on syntac- 


tic complexity, such as audience, personal interest, environment, subject 


matter--as well as the interaction of all such influences within the whole 


~ 
. 


act. of composing. 


Further eee is also needed to isolate the impact of the modes 

of. discourse gn writing development, By using mode variation as stimulus, 
‘ it should be possible to ieameing. the impact of the various modes through 
syntactic changes neni eing: antes experimental conditions. 

Research should also be ‘naeiionnen in a related curricular area-- 
reading, The modes and other influences Buspechén in PAAOOREES seeaeenage 
may have a flip-side ipitontoa “toe reading. ‘That is, along with our \ 
considerations = writing development , reading in the various modes of . OF 


discourse may: tuverve different syntactic challenges that pene naturally 


to increased reading fluency. ‘ ie ~ 


" In psycholinguistic study, it may be possible to conceive of a, ; 


structural differences in cognitive ‘operations which might be mapped out 
. a ae Jae ; 


he | 
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as varied structural complexities--along the lines of sybtac c com + 
ie a Sala ‘determine the impact of varied experiences upon cognitive. 
; development. : Rereeayy the evidence of this study suggests a theory 


of language pectaruanes ei among other things, values’ competence 


: and performance equally. : 
Finally, the implications of the mode-based ayntactfe eaten , 
suggest the need for further research in syntactic maturity. is, 
‘eparens 4 that the various influences on writing development wih have” 
to be Saoveved before any grade-level norms in syntactic. maturity can * 


be seriously considered, 


. Summary ‘ 
The major thrust of this report has been to discuss some of the - 
implications regarding syntactic variability. Written syntactic com 

ea! has been considered in,relation ae the four modes of discourse: 
eo crgunentation, exposition, narration, and abeeetoetes Children at 
Piste ability ch. ee within each of three grades (3 45) have been shown 
to produce significantly a ca syntactic complexity across the modes. 
The range of syntactic variabiltty in one grade is shown to almost equal 
syntactic maturity potential up through the twelfth grade. Writing 
development has ean considered as an internally predisposed process 
stimulated by varying syntactic challenges. Language performance has been’ 
soutacved as crucial to formal development of” language competgnce. And : 
formal cognitive developmental processes--viewed as intimately related and 

* 


parallel in operation to linguistic prgcepsee heyy ees considered, capable 


of analogous development ny variably functional acini ohana, . Bs 
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Table 1 


pfstribution Across Ability 
Groups of T-unit Length Means 
at each Grade Level 
~er 


Ability sown 


Third & Fourth grades: df 2,42 (F-value at .001=8.25) 
Fifth grade: df 2,45 (F-value at .001=8.25) 


kek—-gionificant at or beyond the .001 level. 
4 ; 
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‘Table 2 


: istribution Across the Modes 
T-unit Length Means by Ability 
Group at each Grade Level 


& 
Los 


F-value 


Third 
Low 4.98% 
: 11.53%**% 
6.538% 
Fourth ' 
Low 7.81 %k* 
Middle 20. 28x%* * 


9.28kk* 


9, 31aee 
9.438% 
8. 36%ee 


df: 3,56 (F-value at '01=4.16; at .001=6.60) 
/ *k-~significant at or beyond.the .01 level 
“wht—-gignificant at or beyond the .001 level ) f 


"Modes: D=Description; ie eas E=Exposition; A=Argumentation .| 
iN 
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Table 3” 


Distribution Across the Modes . 
of T-unit, Length’ Means 
at each “Grade Level 


F-value 


"18, 75 ek 


Fourth 33.32 aks 


28.22 ee 


df: 3,196 (F-value at .001=5.42) 
ekk-—-significant at or beyond the .001 level 


*Modes: D=Description; N=Narration; E=Exposition; A=Argumentation 
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